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LUM BER PRICES TAKE A TUM BLE
M ISSOULA—
With uncertain market conditions and the recent decline of lumber prices, Montana’s
forest products industry may be in for some tough times, according to a researcher with The
University of Montana Bureau of Business and Economic Research.
After relatively high lumber prices during the first two months of the year, prices have
fallen sharply since mid-March, reports Charles Keegan, director of the bureau’s forest industry
research.
“Weak markets and continuing timber availability problems could translate into
considerably lower production levels for Montana’s sawmills and possibly even mill closures,”
Keegan said.
Declining lumber prices had little impact on production and employment during the first
quarter of 2000 because the decline began so late in the quarter, he said.
However, economists anticipate that in upcoming months consumption will decline
because of reduced housing starts, and there will be an overall slowdown in economic growth.
These downturns will come about partly because of higher interest rates, Keegan said.
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To further complicate matters, lumber production has been high nationally, leading to high levels
of lumber inventory.
Montana’s lumber production in the first quarter of 2000 decreased very slightly from the
first quarter of 1999, from 348 million board feet to 341 million board feet.
The state’s plywood production during the first quarter of 2000 was 165 million square
feet, up from the 152 million square feet for the first quarter of 1999.
Production employment in Montana remained relatively unchanged, dropping from 4,614
production workers in the first quarter of 1999 to 4,605 workers in the first quarter of 2000.
Production wages reached $42.7 million for the quarter, compared with $40.5 million from the
same period in 1999, Keegan said.
All figures refer only to production workers at timber processing facilities and plants
processing wood fiber residue from timber processing facilities. Production workers account for
40 to 50 percent of the workers in Montana’s forest products industry. Estimates do not include
the several thousand workers in logging, trucking and other jobs.
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